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I. IMMIGRATION

Locke, California is a small, rural Chinese ghetto on the Sacramento River. Tt
was developed in the early 20th century to serve Chungshan Chinese laborers who
worked in the fruit orchards and vegetable fields in California's Delta region.
Today, virtually all Chinese communities in America are urban enclaves. By con-
trast, Locke has remained an unincorporated village since its founding in 1915.
For this reason, it is unique within the United States as the only extank rural
Chinese comminity still occupied by Chinese people.

The Chinese began arriving in the Delta as early as 1850, drawn by the lure of
the Gold Rush. In China, California was known as "Gum Shan" - Gold Mountain. Al-
most all of the Chinese who immigrated to California at this time came from the
Kwangtung Province in the Pearl River Delta region around the provineisl capital
of Canton. The Pearl River Delta hasd long been a center of the foreign trade be~

tween China and Southeast Asia, and later with Furope and the Americas.

During the early 19th century the population of the Kwangbung Province grew dra-—
matically, making the region one of the most populated in China. It also had a
high rate of farm tenancy and a shrinking ratio of cultivated acreage per person.
By the 1840's the region's agricultural economy was in shambles. The problems
were compounded by droughts in 1848, 'L9 and '50, causing rice riots and intensi-
fied instability within the Province.l Disrespect and mistrust for the Ch'ing
government among the majority of the people caused many secret ‘societies - such
as the Triads who advocated rebellion and the restoration of the fallen Ming Dy-—
nasty - to become openly active in XKwangtung. The Ch'ing government's efforts to
goolish the secret societies only drove them underground again.

Many poverty-stricken peasants turned to banditry, and whole districts joined ban-
dit gangs of secret societies to gain protection.  Conditlons worsened with the
rise of the Taiping Rebellion of 1850-64, led by a disillusioned scholar of an
oppressed minority in Kwangtung. Rebellion, famine and economic malaise forced
the people of Kwangtung to desperate measures. Thousands looked beyond China for
refuge, emigrating to Southeast Asia, Latin America and California.

For many, securing passage to America was difficult to obtain. Male emigrants
raised funds by borrowing money from contract labor groups in Kwangtung, the
amounts of which were based on savings, income from the sale of property and one's
future income, known as the credit-ticket system. Hong Kong was the place where
most departed for California. Emigrants would make their way to Hong Kong and.
wait in dormitory accomodations provided by passsge brokers.2 The journey itself
was hellish at best. For months one had to endure crowded conditions on sailing
vegsels and steamships. The transit time from Hong Kong to San Francisco normally
ranged from forty-five to nineby days, and possibly longer if the captain stopped
en route. The long passage compounded by cramped, unsanitary conditions led to
many deaths on board the ships. Chinese historian Thomas Chinn writes:
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Health conditions on ‘the.bark, Libertad, were so bad that when
she sailed into San Francisco harbor in 1854, one hundred out
of her five hundred Chinese passengers and the captain had died
during the voyage from Hong Xong.

Upon arriving in San Francisco, immigrants traveled up to the gold fields by way of
the Sacramento River, the major transportation route during the Geold Rush. Their
first stop was Sacramento. From there, they continued by various means to the
Sierra foothills.

If water levels were sufficiently high, steamboats ferried miners as far as Marys-
ville on the Sacramento, then further north by way of the American River., Many of
the steamboat operators who worked the Sacramento had come from the East coast via
Cape Horn, in hopes of making substantial profits from %the large, over-priced vol-
ume of business going up the Sacramento, American and Feather Rivers.

The Chinese, along with other gold seekers, followed the river route from San Fran-
cisco to the foothills. The three check points on their journey to the mine fields
through Northern California thus came to be known to these people as the First (San -
Francisco), Second (Sacramento), and Third (Marysville) Ports of Gold Mountain.

Long before the Sacramento Delta became an agricultural area in the early 20th cen-
tury, heavily manned by Chinese labor, Chinese immigrants had bhecome familiar with
its terrain as they passed through streamboats to the mining region.

Just one month after the discovery of gold at Sutter's Mill in 1849, three Chinesg
miners had immigrated to Calirfornia, the first of thousands to travel from China.
By 1850, approximately 4,825 had settled in California, and by 1852 the Chinese
population in the United States had grown to 25,000.5

Before this large-scale immigration began in the 1850s, notions about Chinese be-
havieor and lifestyles had already been formed in most Americans' minds. American
stereotypes of China were strongest on the East coast where European colonists had
prought the first images to North America. During the 19th century these images
were enunciated and further elaborated upon by such prominent men as John Quincy
Adams and Ralph Waldo Emerson. Their views were derived from 1l8th-century Jesuit
accounts, portraying China as a country of great age and wisdom. Mercantile traders
operating out of New England ports, Western diplomats and Protestant missionaries
replaced these more favorable impressions with new versions of Chinese "peculiar-
ities.”

New England merchants encountered a more complex society than the Jesuits had de-
picted. To these 19th-century traders, China was on the verge of political collapse,
suffering from serious over-pcpulation problems and economic stagnation. They re-
turned to the colonies also bearing tales of a strange and repulsive cuisine of
birds' nests, snails, dogs, cats and, allegedly, rats. In the minds of thewmer-
chants, Chinese behavior, in addition, was the reverse of what 1t should have been:
they wore white for mourning and purchased their coffins before death; they wrote -
from top to bottom instead of across the page from left to right; women dressed in
pants and men wore skirts. The traders attributed these Chinese failings, and those
of public cowardice, corruption and venality to a despotie, corrupt and vice-ridden
government. The few favorable remarks centered on the quality of crafts, industries,
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agriculture and the teacHings of_Confuci'ous.0 As prominent members of their com-
munities, the traders' derogatory tales gained currency among all tiers of HNew

England society.

Merchants' travel accounts were assimilated into the American consciousness, but
the writings of Western diplomats on missions to China had a greater authorita-
tive impact upon American opinion. Diplomatic writers introduced the theme of
racial prejudice based upon inherent biological defects. These accounts were also
frequently injected with moral imdignation, well beyond that of the more tolerant
traders. In 1824 Ralph Waldo Fmerson wrote:

"The closer contemplation we condescend to bestow, the more disgustful

is that booby nation. The Chinese Empire enjoys precisely a Mummy's
reputation, that of having preserved to a hair for 3 or 4,000 years,

the ugliest features in the venerable vegetation of this extraordinary
people.. They are tools for other nations to use. Even miserable Afri-

ca can say I have hewn the wood and drawn the water to promote the civ-
ilization of other lands. But China, reverend dullness! hory idiot!

all she can say at the convoeation of nations must be - 'I made the tea !l

The Protestant missionaries who traveled to China in inereasing numbers during the
mid-19th century were predominantly rigid fundamentalists. who lacked formal theo-
logical training. Alone, surrounded by people speaking an unintelligible language
in a foreign landscape, immersed in a cultural milieu that bore no discernible
relationship to their previous experiences, many missionaries at first went into
shock, They proclaimed that Chinese were Godless heathens.

Some became frustrated with the Chinese belief that they were poor victims of Satan,
remaining predominantly unmoved by "those words that burn.” In their frustration,
missionaries became obsessed in their effogts to abolish idolatry, gambling, sexual
immorality, paganism and the use of opium. Missionaries' views were circulated
through church newspapers, magazines, books and lectures, and thus proved toc be

~ the most influential in shaping public opinion.

The many defamatory portrayals of 19th century Chinese life eventually emerged in

American literature, and textbooks on geography and social studies. By the 1830s
the "exotic" features of Chinese culture, cnce thought to be humorous, now arcused
disgust and indignation. This is the social environment that greeted Chinese im-
migrants upon arriving from Hong Kong.

Americans' distaste for China's culture was translated {o their behavior toward
immigrants. As California's gold depcsits were incrementally exhausted, access
to the gold fields hecame increasingly limited, and entrance was based strictly
on one's national origins. Gradually, one by one "non-American' groups were
driven out of the mining fields by the use of discrimination and force, in what-
ever amount and combination proved necessary. Historian Alexander Saxton writes
in The Indispensible Enemy: o

The first victims were latin Americans. In many camps the native Califor-
nians, Sonorans, a few groups of Chileans were evicted from T heir claims
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for non-payment of the state miner's tax or simply driven out as an undesir-
able element. Frenchmen also suffered occasionally, while English, Scotch,
Irish and Germans seem generally to have been included within the concensus
of insiders. But the Chinese were the main vietims. Prohibition against
the holding of claims regularly or sporadically from their diggings."

A sign post in Mariposa, California was typical of many throughout the mining fields:

Notice is hereby given to all Chinese on the Agna Fria and its tributaries, to
leave within 10 days, from this date, and any fa111n§ to comply shall be sub-
Jected to 39 lashes and moved by the force of arms. :

One traveler, Samuel Bowles, wrote in his published memoirs Our New West, of the
persecution of Chinese:

To abuse and cheat a Chinaman; to rob him; to kick and cuff him; even to
kill him, have been things not only done with impunity by mean and wicked
men, but even with vain glory. . . ."Worse crimes even are known against
them; they have been wantonly assaulted and shot down or stabbed.gy'bad men,
as sportsmen would surprise and shoot their game in the woods.'

Those who did remain became menials in the mining camps - washing clothes and cooking
for white miners. Others worked with resident Indians and Hawaiian Kanakas on the river
dikes. When hydraulic mining was introduced, companies hired Chinese laborers to

work the low-yield sites, a prime situation which prompted white miners to blame

the rise of mining companies during the late 19th century on the Chinese.

New theories of biological racism and the frequent characterization of Chinese as
sub-human and docile workers, incapable of original thought, were used to justify
hostility and discrimination. White labor raised a cry against Chinese workers.
In California the labor movement of the majority and antl—coolle clubs became One
and the same.

II. SETTLEMENT

When gold mining as an industry began to decline at mid-century, rallrcad construction
replaced it as the major form of employment for'Chlnese outside the city ghettos.

As early as 1858 unskilled Chinese laborers - COOll g - were at work on an exten-
sion of the California Central's line to Marysville. The largest source of
employment in railroad construction, however, was the Central Pacific's séction of

the transcontinental railroad. Unable to meet labor reguirements, the Central Paclflé

decided in 1865 to hire Chinese. By the end of the year, 3000 Chinese were working k
on the line. During the following decade this figure rose to approximately 10, 000,1
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Railroad companies soon discovered that Chinese laborers were easler to employ
because they were hired in groups of fifty and one hundred and managed by their
own labor boss. Contract labor groups, originating in the native province of
Kwangtunz, were led by an English-speaking Chinese man who acted as agent for

the work crew. He hired the men (usually in China), negotiated their contract

with the railroad company, managed the accounts, distributed paychecks and gener-
ally oversaw the crew.l”? The boss also arranged room and board for his men, chcos-

ing the site of their camp and hiring a cock.

Most labor groups settled in the Pacific coastal cities of San Francisco, Seattle,
Portland and Vancouver where menial jobs were most plentiful. Here they estab-:
lished ghetto communities which were closely patterned after their way of life in
China. Thomas Chinn describes the most visible behavioral differences between the
white and Chinese laborers:

"Probably on the advice of Chinese merchants, the workers were fed a
Chinese diet, including dried oysters, dried .cuttle fish, dried fish,
sweet rice, crackers, dried bamboc, salted cabbage, Chinese sugar,
dried fruits and vegetables, vermicelli, dried sesweed, Chinese bacon,
dried abalone, dried mushrooms, peanut oil, oil, tea, rice, pork and
poultry. This was a much more varied and balanced diet than beef,
beans, bread, butter and potatoes of white laborers at the time. The
Chinese also drank barrels of lukewarm tea brought by Chinese mess
attendants. By way of contrast, white workers would not hesitate to
fpulp down cold water. Too ofteg this water was contaminated and
caused illness among workers. T

The Chinese immigrants drew from their native cultural heritage to create a hy-
brid social structure conducive to their new environment. Because the farming
people of Kwangtung were not geographically mobile, remaining in the same local~
ity for centuries, the different districts had their own dialects, habits and
customs. TIn California the Chinese quickly established distinct district asso-
cilations, known as Hui Kuan. The Hul Kuan had its origins in Kwangtung in which
a smell, select group of prominent men steood between the local people and the
magistrate representing the central government.lT Hsiao Kung-Chuan describes in
his book Rural China: Imperial Control in the Nineteenth Century the Buli Kuan's
central function in rural Chinese communities:

Where the government abstained from interfering with its affairs the
village enjoyed a measure of autonomy. It enjoyed autonomy, however,
nok because the government intended to give it something like self-
government, but because the authorities were unable completely to con-
trol or supervise its activities. Such 'autonomy' in other words, was
a result of incomplete centralization; the government never hesitated
to interferg with the village 1life whenever it deemed it necessary or
desirable.l®

In many of the large communities in the United States the Bui Kuan was the upper
echelon of the social hierarchy, and the men who constituted the group were the
spokesmen and buffers for their community, especially in matters of legal dis-

crimination. The precedent of white supremacy over Chinese people was formally
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established in an 185k Court ruling that stated that Chinese could not testify

in court against white people.19 During the next three decades, many other anti-
Chinese ordinances were passed, and local eruptions between the Anglo-Saxon pop-
ulation and the Chinese were freguent.

The economic panic of 1873, leading to the full-fledged depression of 1877 set
off many social and economic tensions within the country, which were unleashed
on the large number of Chinese who made up the cheap, unskilled laber force.
California's revised 1878 Comstitution added anti-Chinese clauses, including the
Chinese loss of suffrage:

No native of China, no idiot, no insane person, no person convicted
of any infamous crime. . . shall ever exercise the privileges of an
elector of this State.2l

Ancther clause forhade state-licensed corporations from employing Chinese or Mon-
golians. In 1882 the Congress passed the first Chinese Exclusion Act, banning
Chinese immigration into America.22 The Act was Tenewed in 1892, and again in
1902, largely due to the vigorcus lobbying efforts of AFL President Samuel Gompers.
Gompers wrote in his propoganda pamphlet "Meat vs. Rice":

«+..the type of human species that is to occupy this side of the
American continent is to he determined for all time.

That in the life and death struggle now going on for the possession
of western shores of the American continent the Chinese (Asiatics)
heve advantages that must secure to them, if not a complete victory,
at least a drawn battle in a division of occupancy with us.

To begin with, they have a hive of 450,000 Chinese (850,000,000
Asiatics) to draw from, with only one ocean to cross, and behind them
“an impulsive force of hunger unknown to any European people. . .

That an advancement with an incubus like the Chinese is like the growth
of a child with a nalignant tumor upon his back. At the time of manhood
death comes to the malignanity. . . Asiatic Labor Degrades as Slaves Did

. CHINESE CHEAP LABOR! Here is a tragedy - alongside this wifeless,
childless, christless labor, the white toiler with his wife and weans
competes in vain.= :

In 1913 the California Assembly passed the Alien land Law which restricted land
ownership to persons eligible for ecitizenship in the United States. Therefore,
the Chinese, ineligible to become a part of the American citizenry, were unable
to own land. The exclusion acts were not repealed until 1943, at which time they
were declared uncoanstitutional.

Confronted by growing hostility and legalized discrimination during the second
half of the 19th century, which culminated in the founding of the Workingmsn's
Party whose motto was "The ChineSﬁI@lst Go. !" - the Chinese turned inward to their
own institutions for protection.2 Shared traditions and attitudes created a
strong bond among members of a Hul Kuan, and provided internal support in their .
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struggle to attain fair and equal rights. TFor the majority of the Chinese com-
munity the intensified hostility simultaneously tightened the control of the Hul
Kuan and contract organizations over immigrants. But however constralning these
tiers of control might have been for the laborer, they were also an individual's
only protection against hostile forces beyond the boundaries of the ghetto. Chi-
nese historian Alexander Saxton wrote of the fortress-like function of San Fran-
cisco's Chinatown:

The ghetto was like a vessel at sea. Passengers and crew slept by
turn in the same set of bunks and there was always one shift aft least
on watch for stray sparks of enemy boarding parties. But whatever
the causes, the fact was that Chinstown in San Franciso demonstrated
extraordinary durability. It survived the years 1885-6 and 1893 when
small town ghettos from San Diego to Seattle were being laid waste by
mob attack.<?

The immigrant maintained contact with his native place through the channels made
avallable by the Huil Kuan and other organigzations. In turn the immigrant knew
that he could not escape his debis and responsibilities because he could be

traced through tbe Chinese communities in North America and even back to his prov—
ince in Kwangtung.

Other specialized organizations were created to meet the needs of the growing, and
increasingly diverse Chinese population. Some included only & select membership,
or served an express function. Others represented a group that felt abused by

the domineering institutions of the community. Guilds were also established to
repregent various mercantile activities. The extended family, or clan association,
provided the greatest sense of intimscy and security. In their native province of
Kwangtung, where whole villages were often one large clan, the extended family was
the traditional and accepted nucleus of the social structurse. In California clans
expanded beyond b%god relations to include persons from other districts but with
the same surname.

The membership of the various organizations overlapped one another which helped to
unify diversity within a community. The Tong was the term used to designate an
organization. ''In theory, a tong is a mutual-aid organization wherein its mem~
bers sit down and exchange social amenities.™27 Many of the Tongs in Califernia
had been established in China as secret political societies that had supported
the overthrow of the Manchu Dynasty.

The pressures that forced Chinese to seek solace inside a shrinking circle also
magnified the aberrations for outsiders about the cultural baggage the Chinese

had transported to the new land. Given the conditions, it is not surprising that
prostituticn, gambling and opium thrived. Although many men were married, their
wives often remained in Kwangtung to care for aging parents and children, and
guarantee loyalty to family and village. Many women who made the journey became
semi-enslaved prostitutes.28 Thirty-nine states passed miscegenation laws, there-
by increasing Chinese men's dependence upon prostitution for female companionship.
Gambling and opium helped to pass the time within the almost totally male ghettos.
Quite often, the sons of immigrant males established a family in Kwangtung and
followed their fathers to Califcrnia, thus perpetuating the pattern of life oriented
toward Kwangtung. '
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III. AGRICULTURE AND LABOR

As was true of many ethnic minorities in the United States, the Chinese in America
had only limited control over the physical environments they inhabited. HMost in-
Tluential in determining the location and physical character of minority ghettos
were the avallability of jobs and the dominant culture in any given aresa. The Chi-
nese looked upon their agricultural settlements as only temporary residences. When
the "bitter strength" ended, they intended to return to their native Chinese vil-
lages to live out thelr remaining years as respected members of the communities
they had left as poor youths. This dream was rarely realized. Even as late as
1949, many Chinese-Americans still expected to return, and most first-generation
immigrants espouged the familiar hope in spite of their lack of personal conviction.

The completion of the Transcontinental Railroad in 1869 offered new opportunities
to unemployed Chinese miners in the Sacramento Delta where they were hired by spec-
ulators to reclaim the marshlands for agricultural cultivation.?9 Chinese histor—
ian George Chu writes: '

Reclamation became the main concern of the corporations, whose
formation and continued existence depended on the availability
of laborers willing to work in the malarial swamps for small
wages., The Chinese fitted these requirements nicely.

Reclamation engineers planned out the work to be done on a section, then drew up
agreements with Chinese contract labor bosses to carry out the work. In 1873 one

_Eastern observer noted, "We witness many gangs of Chinamen . . in all 250, making
levees or embankments. They generally lodge in tents." 1

Using only shovels and wheelbarrows, working in waste-deep water, the Chinese coo-
lie gangs dammed sloughs, cut drainage ditches, built floodgates and piled up le-
vees. Some two hundred Chinese men built forty-nine miles of levee eround Sherman
Island. The same number worked on Twitechell and Brannan Islands for the Tide Rec-
lamation Company. Grand Island was at last fully enclosed with a levee twenty~-
nine-and-a~-half miles long. To strengthen the natural alluvial levees, only shov-—
elling and dumping was involved. In peat areas, particularly the San Joaguin sect-
ion of the Delta, the Chinese cut blocks of peat from the ground, dried them in
the sun, laid two parailel walls with the blocks, and filled the interior with
sanc from wheelbarrows. Wages were based on the cuble yards of dirt moved, and
the bosses walked the levees measuring the work completed, sometimes correcting
the engineer's calculations.

_Once the land had been reclaimed, the price per acre rose to between $20 and $100.
A former state surveyor-general estimated in the mid-1870s that California's prop-
erty was valued at $289,700,000. In large part the inflated value was a result of
cheap Chinese Labor on both railroad construction and reclamation projects.33 Un-
like the Homestead laws in the Midwest, California's land laws made possible the
purchase of large tracts of land at very low pricesg for speculators. The Federal
government had granted two million acres of swamp and overflow lands to the state,
and the state sold the land primarly to land companies in large parcels for $1.25
per acre. The amount of purchase was refundsable if the land companies spent
matching Funds on reclamation work. In essence, for the specul ator, the land was
free.
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Refore reclamation, the Delta was a marsh at sea level, crossed by two diasgonally
running waterways. Tules and reeds covered the ares, dotted with a few trees
along channels and on elevated alluvial deposits. The daily tides and annual
eycle of floods flushed the marshlands, and the encroachment of brackish water
was confined to late summer in years of drought.3® After reclamation the land
settled and the decompgsed tules and reeds mixed with deposits of mineral-rich
silt for agriculture.3

Between 1867 and 1885, wheat was the prineipal crop grown in the Delta, raised on
large ranches as o cash crop. Smaller farms usually planted a variety of crops.3T
The large-scale wheat industry proved to be as lucrative to California's economy
as gold had been during the 1850s and early 60s. Historian Gerald D. Nash writes:

Wheat proved to be as great a boon to California's economy as gold
had been in an earlier era. California produced a hard, dry and
unusually white wheat that became particenlarly popular on the Liver-
pecol Corn Exchange. FEnvironment, entrepreneurship and technology
combined to support the claim of editor of the California Farmer in
1869 that 'California is now esteemed the granary of the world.'
Climate and topography were conditioning factors for large-scale
wheat culture. Between May 10 and November 1 no rain was expected
~in California, so grain could easily be harvested, threshed, and
sgcked without fear of losses. Long, hot summers also cured the
wheat as it ripened and precluded spoilage. The dryness of the. sum-
mer season also enabled farmers to let thelr grains stand even after
ripening. This made ranches of great size possible, ranging from
7,000 to 35,000 acres.3 .

Innovations in mechanized wheat farming added to increased production, but a
glutted international market soon made higher production less profitable.

The wheat boom collapsed as rapidly as 1t had developed. Increased competition
from Canadian and Russian wheat suppliers was one factor in lowering the price of
grain on the international market, cutting into the foreign markets that Califor-
nia sellers depended upon. The exhaustion of fertile land resulting from explol-
tation and the marked increase in land values compounded the problem, making wheat
a low-profit industry in California.>

Large fruit orchards began to replace the wheat farms in the Delta in the late
1880s. A one-hundred acre fruit orchard, with a smaller initial investment, net-
ted as much if not more capital than a thousand-scre wheat farm. By contrast to
mechanized wheat production, however, fruit growing required large volumes of man-
ual labor to pick the fruit. The Chinese, experienced farmers and cheap labor,
were prime choices for the work and were hired out as common laborers through the
contract lsbor system. Rarred by the 1882 Exclusion Act and 1913 Alien Land Law,
" only a few Chinese farmers actually owned the land they worked.

During the late 19th century, the large sections of Delta land were farmed by ten-
ant farmers, sharecroppers and farm laborers. Under the leasing system, the Chi-

nese tenant farmer visited various landowners who had farms available to rent dur-
ing the next farming year which began in October. Owners specified the crops to be
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raised, and the tenant paid for the use of the land. The first payment was usually
made at the time the agreement was signed or just before harvest, and the final payment
came when the crop had been s0ld on the market. Under a one-year contract the ten-
ant had to net enough capital to pay off bhoth the lease and begin a new season. The
risk of financial loss was with the tenant who was responsible for paying the lease,
and raising and marketing the crop. The one-year contract also served as a way for
landowners to rotate crops by rotating tenant farmers with different farming special-
ties.

Sharecropping was the other most common form of farm temancy. The Chinese share-
cropper received about half the gross from the sale of the crops. From his share
he pald the costs of running the farm, and buying the seed, chemicals and labor.
The landowner supplied farm equipment, barn and dwellings. :

The center of the orchard district was concentrated along the hanks of the Sacra-
mento River, between the towms of Hood and Walnut Grove. The Sacramento provided
for the easy development of irrigation systems and an efficient water route to the
San Francisco Bay and waterways to the East. TInitial high productiviiy in the
1880s subsequently atiracted large numbers of fruit growers to this Delta area,
and in a short perilod, unbroken bands of fruit orchards lined hoth banks of the
Sacramento.

During the late 19%th and early 20th century, the Bartlett pear was the Delta's prin-
cipal crop and pear orchards were the major source of employment for Chungshan labor-
ers. Apple, peach, cherry and plum trees were planted as secondary crops t¢ supple-
ment the pear. 0 The asparagus boom beginning ca. 1900 and continuing through World
War ITI maintained the high demand for farm lﬁbor in the region. By 1920 almost all
the cropland had been planted in asparagus. 1 At one point, the Delta produced 90
per cent of all asparagus grown in the United States. 2 QOther field crops planted
in the area after 1920 to replace citrus fruit production (gradually being trans-
planted to Southern California) included a wvariety of beans, sugar beets, carrots,
celery and tomatoes. The profitable pear orchards and asparagus crops, and an in-
creased food demand during World War I gave a strong boost to the Delta's economy
during the 1920s.43

IV. LOCKE

Chinese labor was crucial to the agricultural success of the Sacramento-San Joaguin
Delta. 1In 1886 the California Bureaﬁ of Labor estimated that 87.5 percent of all
farm labor in the state was Chinese. After World War I, the Chinese population
in the Delta remained high even though the overall number of Chinese in the United
States was dropping.

2mall clusters of one and two-room shantles sprang up along the Sacramento levees
with an occasional Chinatown between Sacramento and Antioch. One Chinese community
was located in Walnut CGrove, a small town established in the 1850s and located at
the Junction of the Sacramento and Mokelumne Rivers. Walnut Crove's Chinese inhab-
itants had been drawn to this town in 1885 after a fire had destroyed their commu-—
ity, located in another town on the Mokelumne River. The occcurance of the burn-
ing and terrorizing of Chinese commmunities in the early decades of the 20th century
was commonplace. It would again be the cause of Locke's founding in 1915.
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. The composition of the Chiratown at Walnut Grove was mixed, representing at least
two native dialect areas in the Pearl River Delta of Kwangtung, the Sze Yups and
Chungshanese. The appearance of two groups in one town may have reilected the va-
riety in crops in that section of the Delta. Walnut Grove straddied the fruit or-
chards to the north and the vegetable fields to the south. Since Chungshanese
tended to work in the orchards, and the Sze Yups tended to work the field crops, -
particularly potatoes and onions - Walnut Grove's Chinatown marked a geographic
intersection in the Delta's farming pattern.

On October 7, 1915 a fire destroyed the Chinatown in Walnut Grove, completely dam-
aging eighty-five structures, an estimated $100,000 in property losses. After the
fire, a2 majority of Walnut Grove's Chinese merchants decided to rebuild their com-
munity in a new area. They chose Lockeport, a town on the Sacramento River about
8 half-mile north of Walnubt Grove. The new settlement was to be predominantly
Chungshanese so as to strengthen the common bonds of native district and dialect
among inhabitants. In California, these shared traits were very important. A
¢lear sense of group solidarity, and separateness from others was established
through native ties.

A committee of six men, led by merchant Bing lee, was formed to secure the land for
the new town. Lockeport was owned by George Locke, a prosperous farmer who owned
orchards on and around the site. Federal exclusion acts made it impossible for Chi-
nese to become naturalized citizens and the 1913 Califorania Alien Lland Law restric-
ted land ownership to only persons eligible for citizenship. Locke thus made &
verbal agreement with the merchants to lease the land. To make room for building

~—he consented- to-clear nine acres of orchard land, charging five dollars a month for
a lot upon which a ﬁ%ngle—story house stood and ten dollars for a commercial build-
ing of two stories. Under this rental arrangement Locke simultaneously leased
the land and retained ownership while the Chinese tenants owned the buildings. Be-
tween 1915 and the present, the Locke family has never raised the rent on the land,
and have probably paid more in accumulated property taxes than they have received
in rental payments.

For the early settlers to Locke, the cost of moving to the new gsite inwolved rais-
ing most or all of the meoney through the use of the Chinese system of a rotating
eredit association, the Hui. The Hui was a method of raising funds by drawing uron
one's friendshipﬁ and soecial ties, a financial practice peculiar to traditional
Chinese culture. The way the Hui worked was that s number of people got together,
pocled an agreed-upon amount of money, continuing to rool the same zmount at regular
intervals until each participant had received the sum of money once. For instance,
a man who needed $500 to move and establish 2 new business in Locke would organize
ten friends and/or relatives into a Hul. The members would meet at a dinner and
each would place a given sum - in this case $50 ~ intc a common pool. If each mem-
ber put in $50, the pool of money would amount to $550, which would be the amount
the organizer needed to move to Locke as well as pay for the dinner. The organiger
of the Hui would thus pay for the first dinner and receive the first sum of $550.
The group would then meet for ten subsequent dinners, and the process continued
until everyone had received tﬂe $550 sum. In this wey each member received $550
for the price of one dinner. '
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This system of rotating credit was very important in the development of small-scale
Chinese-Americapn businesses in the United States, and continued in wide use well
into the 19505.49 In China the Hui was often a social activity, as important a
means of maintaining social and kinship bonds as it was of raising money. In Cali-
fornia, where the vast majority of Chinese consisted of single men in search of
fortunes and without substantial funds, the Hui took on a decidedly monetary role.

The original town plan as laid - out by the Chungshan community conformed to exist-
ing physlecal conditions. A rail-siding looped arcund the south end of the site to
the doeck, built by George Locke in 1907 to facilitate shipping. The Chinese agreed
to construct their town immediately sbutting this defined edge on the Sacramento,
and began in 1915 to lay cut rows of lots approximately 32 feet wide by T5 feet
deep. Just behind the row facing the levee was Main Street, the town's nucleus.

The original lot plan of Main Street was too narrow, proposing to place buildings
t0o close together., The initial plan was as much a fire hazard as Walnut Grove's
Chinatown had been. The men who had laid out the Main Street lots were reluctant
to start over, but their leader, Bing Lee, demanded that sidewalks be narrowed by
two feet, thereby increasing the width of Main Street by four. This change proved
to be an improvement for both fire safety reasong and aecomodating the automobile
traffic, Just beginning to emerge in the Delta.”?? Once the buildings were erected
and inhabited, Locke merchants took extra precautions to reduce the threat of an-
other devastating fire. They hired a guard to make hourly checks between six in
the evening and dawn. Upon completing his rounds the guard struck small wooden
blocks - a bok-bok - to indicate all was well.

Four-foot wide planks were laid between the buildings and the edges of property
lines, creating a uniform pattern of eight-foot wide spaces between each bullding.
Alleys, storage spaces, gardens and yards filled the narrow spaces. The overhang
of second-story porches flanking either side of Main Street formed covered galler-
jes over the sidewalks, and signs hung down to zdvertise the various businesses
lining the street, '

Aside from a few families, merchants, labor contractors, dock workers and prostitu-
tes, Locke was a community of transient residents. The majority of the inhabitants
were farm laborers, and the businesses in the town were established expressly to
cater to the needs of the Chungshanese laborera who worked the orchards along the
Sacramento and the field crops that stretched beyond the orchards. Main Street was a serie:
of shops where laborers could purchase clothes, food items and other necessities
which were unaccessible in the fields. Providing male lsborers with entertainment
on thelr, days off or during the rainy season vwhen fields and orchards were too soggy
to work, gambling houses, a token bar, and the back-gtreet brothels prospered by .
taking in the laborers'hard-earned money. Fronting Main Street_buildings were
benches where men sat to méét one another and watch.passersby.”~

The buildings are simple, wooden frame structures, erected upon concrete foundations
and covered with claphoard or board-and-batten siding. Gable roofs are sheathed
with corrugated metal - cheap, easy to lay and relatively fire-resistant. Intended
‘to be efficient and inexpensive, all buildings were designed on rectangular interior
plans, either one or two stories high.- The emphasis on utility and economy was
largely a by-product of the Alien Land lLaw. Similarly, brick or stone would have
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offered greater fire protection, but such expense and permeanence probably seemed
unreasonable to people who did not own the land or intend to spend the rest of
their lives in America.

The buildings constructed along the top of the levee are two stories and have two
main entrances - one on the west facade's second floor facing the levee highway,
and another on the first floor opening onto Main Street. The ground floor facade
facing Main Street was usually used for the display area of a store. Ground-floor
gpaces away from the street were used for storage, living quarters, end in some
cases opium dens. The second-floor was divided into a store area on the levee side,
and a series of rooms flanking a double-loaded corridor, rented to Locke's dock.
workers and farm laborers during the off-season.

The building that presently houses the Irocke County Store is typical of those erec-
ted between Main Street and the levee highway during the early decades of the 20th
century. On the east side facing Main Street, the store's full two stories are
visible. At ground level, the symmetrical east facade has two display windows
flanking a central entrance. The second-story's west elevation and public board-
walk are level with the highway atop the levee, giving the appearance of a one-story
structure. This facade was designed as a false store front, concealing the gable

- of the saddle~bag roof.

Most of the one-story buildings on either side of Key Street were residences and
brothels. These structures were erected within the first few yesrs of Locke's
founding in 1915. As the brothels began to close in the early 1940s, the old brothel
buildings were converted to residences. The simple rectangular plans and wooden con-
struction facilitated the easy conversion of a building's usze to accommodate chang-
ing needs and social conditionms.

Cne Key Street bréthel was built ca. 1917 by a Sacramento carpenter. It was laid
out on a central hall plan with five bedrooms (8'x10') on either side of the hall-
way. Men seeking female companionship entered the front door and walked . through
the corridor, choosing from those women whose doors were open. Arocund 1925, the
carpenter erected a small one-room bar adjoining the brothel, thus expanding his
business. In 1937 he sold both bar and brothel to a prominent Locke resident, and
the new owner converted the buildings into a residence for his extended family.

On the east side of Key Street stands the original Chinese Baptist Center, estab-
lighed in 1919 by the Reverend Charles R. Shepherd, a former Baptist missicnary to
China. Shepherd had worked for the Baptist Foreign Missions in Canton where he was
3 professor of Church History at Canton Baptist College, and an English teacher at
the Canton Baptist Boy's Academy. At the time he was asked to visit Chinatowns

in the Delta, Shepherd was director of Chinese Missions of the American Baptist
Home Mission Society, based in San Francisco. His and other Christian missionaries’
motivating objective in working with Chinese people was to bring them out of igno-
rant "paganism." By the early 1890s eleven Christian denominations were involved
in converting the Chinese in America. The initial result of Shepherd's efforts in
Locke in 1919 was the founding of the Woman's American Baptist Home Mission Society
(WABHMS ). The first religious services for adults and classes for children were
conducted in a laundry.53 In a few years, efforts to raise money for a mission
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btuilding began. Ironically, the Tulk of the funds were solicited from Main Street
gambling house owners. 5k By 1922 the Locke Christian Center on Key Street was com-
pieted and occupied for Sundsy services.

Sunday school classes and weekly clubs were attended predominately by young girls
who were instructed in music, sewing and cleanliness. In the summers, a joint
program with Walnut Grove's Japanesc Methodist mission was created. The Reverend
Shepherd wrote that during the first summer

50 (were) enrolled, 23 boys and 27 girls, and an average attendance.
of 38; 182 articles were made, and the little folks did splendldly
in the Bible and song work. The collection amounted to $11. The
girls made sewing-baskets, jointéd paper doils, rag dolls, aprons,
wallpaper beads, purses, etc. The boys made small tables, broom
holders, wagons, toy animals, flower stands, ete.2?

The impact of the mission upon Locke's Chinese community was never as great as
Shepherd had originally hoped. The Baptist mission saw its plight in terms of an
uphill battle that could only be successful with the leadership of a Chinese pastor.
The Baptist mission's inability to retain a Chinese pastor in Locke resulied in min-
imal support among the local people. General lack of interest in the mission and
the declining population in the Chinese community contributed to the migsion's slow
decline. In 1934 thirty-five boys participated in mission activities.?® By 1965
the school had been closed, and the bullding was given to Walnut Grove Church.

The eivie hall, the building at the north end of Main Street, was used for the Chi-
nese school. Here, after returning from a day in the American school in the neigh-
poring town of Walnut Grove, the children of Locke were taught to read and write =
Chinese characters. It was in this one~room classroom that the second generatlon
learned the history and acquired a keene~ sense of their native country's heritage.
Training in (hungshan dialect also helped (and was intended) to reinforce family ~
and community cohesiveness, as well as heightening the social barrier between rocke
residents and outsiders.~ Attendance at the school peaked during the postwar baby
boom years in the late 1940s and S50s, with enrollments averaging forty to fifty
children. Beginning in the late 50s, this number dropped steadily until only about
five or six children are in attendance in the early 1970s .7

To the rear of the town stcod 2 mill shed bullt by George Locke, arnd an open field

that wag developed into small vegetable gardens. Maintalined by town residents,

the gardens produced a varilety of crops including potatoes, celery, tomatoes, corn,
onionS,carrots, lettuce, cabbage and an assortment of melons, bok choy and other. .
Chinese yegetables. To the east of the gardens, paths led over the Southern Pacific =
Railroad tracks to a branch of Snodgrass Slough where people fished and unted game of
ducks and geese. A small graveyard also once existed in this general area. But

the graves, left unmarked are now lost.

Racial v1olence and the burning of Chiratowns in the western states, especially, .
led to the large pool of Chinese laborers who migrated to live in the Delta region
during the first decades of the 20th century. This, coupled with the impact of the-
exclusion acts, caused a general decline in the Chinese population living in the

' United States, falling from 107,488 in 1890 to 61,639 in 1920. As Northerh Califormia‘s ~

" Chungshanese eommmities began to disappear, Locke came %o be KnGWh &sthe ¢emtyral
haven for the Chungshanese who. worked in the Delta orchavds amd‘Tielas. B
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V. DECLINE

The shift in the flow of Chinese into and out of the United States has had the
greatest impact upcn the evolution of Locke since 1915, Technological changes,
though, have alsc played a strong role in its development. On one hand, improved
methods of shipping and storage greatly expanded the markets for Delta producers.
On the other, mechanization diminished the number of farm lsborers needed to work
a 50-acre farm. The emergence and expansion of the canning industry tock up some
of the slack.

Since the largest market for Delta pears in the late 19th and early 20th century
was on the East coast, cross-continental shipment created a problem cof preserving
the fruit throughout the long journey. Iced refrigerator cars were introduced in
1895 by Philip Armour, of the Armour Packing Company in Chicago, and within five
yvears Armour had a monopoly in California's fruit trade. Ice-filled cars signifi-
lcamtly increased the volume of fresh produce that Delta farmers could sell, hut
farm production still remained higher than market demand during the harvest season.
A method for preserving fruit and vegetables for prolonged periods was needed.
Canning was thus introduced as a large-scale industry. Between 1880 and 1900, can-
neries were built in rapid succession throughout the Delta, varying in size from
such large plants as Capital Canning &nd Packing in Sacramento, employigg 450 per- -
sons, to small 25-person canneries located in villages along the River,

The growth of the asparagus market gave an additional boost to cannery activity.
This in turn put pressure on Sacramento farmers to diversify in crop production

as asparagus growing began moving south into the San Joaquin Delta. Tomatoes were
introduced because of their long harvesting season. Increased crop varieties ex-
tended the canneries’' operating season, broadening employment opportunities for the
laborers who frequented Locke, and better canning techniques and the opening of the
Panama Canal in 1914 improved the position of the canned Delta fruits and vegetables
in both the Atlentic seaboard and European markets. The ethnic specialization com-
mon on the farwms was soon bransferred to canneries. The Chinese trucked asparagus
to the cannery, washed, sorted, canned and soldered. Japanese and Caucasian labor-
ers manned the warehouses, labeled, stored and shippsd.

Transportation and canning improvements enhanced Locke's position, but the wpgrad-
ing of farm machinery dealt the town 1ts final blow. World War I generated an in-
ereased demand and higher prices, providing Delta farmers with capital to invest
in the most up-to-date equipment. With the use of pruning towers, fog-spraying
machines, forklifts. and tracks, fewer orchard workers were needed. After World War
ITI, airplanes for seeding, spraying, fertilizing and dusting flelds were alsc more
accessible to farmers. By the 1950s the Sacramento Delta had become one of the

-world's largest consumers of mechanized farm machinery. Mechanization, together

with the declining Chinese population, doomed Locke and other Chinatowns along the

Delta. :
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The war also accelerated the development of truck and tractor technology. Trucks
first appearsd in the Delta in 1913, and tractors numbered more than 15,000 by
1919 in California, accounting for twenty-five percent of the agricultural
transport power.6l The major factor which limited the rapid acceptance of trucks
to transport produce to centralized canneries was a lack of good roads. During the
19th century, road construction and maintenance remsined the responsibility of
county governments, and the Southern Pacific used its substantial clout in county
politics to concentrate rocad construction on feeders connected to its railroad lines.
Eventually in 1909, 1915 and 1919 state bond issues were passed to finance the
development of a highway system thet would parallel the major rail lines and
supply market roads for agricultural areas.63

62

Just as the growth of riverboat transportation and the construction of the Southern
Pacific line had improved Locke's position, the transition to truck transport

for Delta crops undercut Locke's economic vigbility beginning in the 193Cs,
expediently transporting crops away from Locke's small canneries to the larger,
more efficient operations around the Sacramento and San Francisco areas. Truck
trangport was also fast and flexible when compared to either railroad or river
transport. Short distance shipping and rail freighting declined, and each mode of
transportation took on distinct speciallzed functions. The railroads specialized
in long distance hauwling of large packed and prepared products. Water shipment
became limited Eﬁ moving large volumes of bulky low value cargees such as gravel.
grain and fuel. Trucks took over the door-to~door hauling of agricultural produce
to canneries and packing houses as well as carrying produce to nearby markets .65

While mechanized machinery and new, faster transport networks contributed to
Locke's declining reputation, Prohibition gave the community a momentary false
glitter that concealed the town's demise. On January 16, 1920 the 18th Amendment
to the Constitution took effect, and Prohibition turned Locke into a small mecca for
drinkers from Sacramento because the towm was unincorporatéd and therefore without
a police force. It wgs dlstant enough from the state capital to bhe sheltered

from police attack and public scrutiny, yet close enough for state officials to
reach in the evenings. The emergence of the speakeasy in Locke represented

the imposition of outdide cultural forces on a relatively defenseless ethnic
community, in a weak economic position to exclude or participate in the new
illieit trade.

Locke's general decline in the mid-twentieth century ggralleled the Delta's diminish-
ing role in the state's general agricultural economy. The Delta's orgauic,
sub-irrigated soil dropped in value, largely a consequence of "low cost"

rather than "high yield" reclamation projects which began in the 1880s, contracted

out by absentee landowners. Extensive land settlement and the exhaustion of fertile -
s0il created drainage problems as the land sank well below the level of levee-contained
waterways, escalating the cost of maintaining level fields for effective sub-irrigation..
Poor manzgement and drainage difficulties led to incresasing soll sslinity. Also,

the abundance of nitrogeon in the soil caused rapid weed growth, affecting the

kind of crops that could be planted. Finally, the settling of the land behind the.
levees increased erosion, thus elevating maintenance expenses and dangers of

flooding. The special problems of Delta farming coupled with the increased use

of technology in agriculture undercut the farm labor market at the same time the
Chinese population was experiencing internal transformations.
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The 1930 census showed that 15 perc¢ent of the Chinese population in the United
States were children between the ages of one and fourteen. T The rigid social
structure of first-generation irmigrants did not allow for much changes, and was

not receptive to n%'éel ideas which potentially threstened the stability of their
traditional order. Many second-generation Chinese also spcke English fluently
and attended segregated American public schools. They consequently came to be much
more comfortable with American life and did not always share their parents' strong -
ties with Chungshan culture, finding the moral solidarity of the original immigrant
assocliations archaic, sentimental and parochial.

Their career ambitions went beyond field labor, and, with thelr parents' blessines,
they sought better Jobs and more formal educational training., With the ald of the

G.1. Bill during the post-World War II years, many Chinese-Americans attended college.
A large percentage of this group pursued technical training in careeys that did not
require a perrfect command of the English language but that prepared them for pro-
fessional careers. At the end of the war a few Chinese returned to Locke, but most
of the second generation did not, settling in large cities where employment opportun—
ities were more abundant. By the 1950s and early 60s, only the elderly Chinese still
worked in the rfields. '

World War II also induced & sexries of legal actions which indirectly contributed

to the attrition of lLocke's economy. Prostitution within a short distance of a
pilitary base was declared a Federal offense, closing down the few remaining broth-
els in Locke and others in the Delta towns near Travis Air Force Base.®9 After

the diplomatic alilance between China and the United States was effected, the

Chinese Exclusion Acts were found unconstitutional, and Asian aliens were made eligi-
ble for citizenship. The character of the Chinese-American community however had
shifted away from agriculture, and the farmlands of the Sacramento Delta had long ago
been hought up and settled. Very few returned to farming. The termination

in 1965 of an immigration quota for Chinese therefore had no impact on Locke. Most
immigrants from Hong Kong and Scutheast Asia scught employment in the large metro-
politan aress rather than rural areas.

During the 1970s the population of Locke dropped below one hundred, the majority
of which were elderlv persons. As population numbers have dwindled, the few remain-
ing businesses on Main Street have come to depend upon the Delta's expanding tour-
ist and vacation trade. After World War II, an Italian-American restaurant owner
from San Francisco, Al Adami, moved to Locke and rented a Main Street bullding for
~use as a speskeasy and gawbling house. The place became known as "Al the Wop's"
frequented by locally prominent figures who made a habitiof eating stesk sandwiches
in the back room while they gambled and drank. This esteblished its reputation as
s steak hbuse, and is one of the town's main tourist attractions today. 0 Many
people stop at Locke as they drive along the levee highwsy; others - fisherman,
hunters, bhoaters - frequent the area as they cruise the Delts waterways. In
accordance with this changing pattern of Delta like, the Southernm Pacific dock shed
has been s0ld and converted into a boathouse for weekend pleasure seekers.
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